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Capping several months of intense speculation, in late December Human Rights Ombudsman Leo
Valladares finally presented his report on the fate of nearly 200 persons who were abducted and
"disappeared" in Honduran territory during the 1980s. Valladares's report constitutes a landmark in
human rights in Honduras since it is the first direct admission ever by the Honduran government of
official involvement in political disappearances.
For years, despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary, Honduran governments have either
consistently denied that any disappearances occurred, or they have attributed them to factional
infighting on the left. Valladares's report, however, is a chilling indictment of the application of
national security doctrine in Honduras beginning in the early 1980s by advisors from the US and
Argentina.
Valladares presented the preliminary report, over 1,000 pages long, in a Dec. 29 press conference.
Copies of the document were delivered to President Rafael Callejas and president-elect Carlos
Roberto Reina. The report documents the involvement of Honduran civilian and military authorities
in the disappearance of 184 individuals between 1979 and 1990 (106 Hondurans, 37 Nicaraguans,
28 Salvadorans, five Costa Ricans, four Guatemalans, one US national, one Ecuadoran, one
Venezuelan, and one individual whose nationality remains undetermined.)
The report, titled "The Facts Speak for Themselves" (Los hechos hablan por si mismos), also blames
US and Argentine military advisors working with the Honduran military and the US-backed
contras at the time for at least knowing of the actions and doing nothing to stop them. "Extensive
testimony and many reports indicate that US officials, based and operating in our country to oversee
counterinsurgency activities and the contras, were aware, and at least tolerated without criticism, the
disappearances of Honduran, Salvadoran, Nicaraguan and other citizens in Honduras," Valladares
said. According to Valladares, the investigations which culminated with publication of the report
demonstrated that "systematic, clandestine and organized" disappearances began in 1979 shortly
after the arrival of Argentine military advisers who put into practice methods already used during
the Argentine military's "dirty war" in the 1970's against leftist guerrillas. Many of the victims were
abducted and taken to clandestine jail cells where they were brutally tortured during interrogation
by security force personnel.
Citing testimony provided to investigators, the report provides the names of several US officials who
allegedly participated directly in such interrogations. The Argentines were brought to Honduras
as part of a covert operation undertaken by former president Ronald Reagan's administration.
The operation was a precursor to the larger US campaign waged through the course of the 1980s
to overthrow the Sandinista government in neighboring Nicaragua. The report lists the following
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names of Argentine advisors who bear responsibility in the disappearances: Gen. Alberto Alfredo
Valin (aka Mario Valin); Col. Mario Davico (aka Davido); Osvaldo Ribeiro; Jose Ollas (aka Santiago
Villegas); Hector Frances; Jorge O'Higgins; Jorge de la Vega; Emilio Jason; Carmelo Gigante; Juan
Carlos Galasso; Cesar Carro, and Leandro Sanchez Reisse. Among prominent Honduran officials
implicated in the report were former presidents Roberto Suazo Cordova and Jose Azcona, several
former military chiefs, and current armed forces head Gen. Luis Discua. The report also implicates
some military officers currently serving in key posts in the disappearances, including the present
director of the secret police (Direccion Nacional de Investigaciones, DNI) Col. Marco Tulio Ayala, Lt.
Col. Jordi Montanola, Segundo Flores Murillo and Marco Tulio Regalado.
Discua, according to the report, was appointed in January 1984 to head the 3-16 battalion, a semiclandestine military intelligence unit. Montanola, meanwhile, who also headed the 3-16 battalion
during the 1980s, was promoted to the rank of Lt. Col. by the armed forces in early December.
Specific recommendations made by Valladares in the report include: * Honduran courts should
conduct formal investigations into all individuals named in the report, concentrating on military
intelligence and counterintelligence units, with the objective of prosecuting all those responsible for
the disappearances.
Valladares maintains that amnesty legislation put in place over the past several years does not
cover individuals responsible for the disappearances. * The military, which refused to collaborate
in the investigations that laid the basis for the report, should be forced to open all files containing
information relevant to the disappearance cases. * Judicial authorities should conduct special
forensic investigations at 13 clandestine cemeteries named in the report where the remains of some
of the disappearance victims are thought to be buried.
*The Honduran government should form an international Truth Commission to oversee further
investigations, similar to the UN-sponsored Truth Commission which investigated the most serious
human rights abuses committed during the civil war in neighboring El Salvador.
*The Honduran government should call on the US and Argentina to name and describe the exact
duties of military advisers sent to Honduras during the 1980s.
*The government should seek extradition from Nicaragua of former contras who worked with the
Honduran "death squads" and were responsible for some of the disappearances.
According to Valladares, contras participated in the disappearance of Hondurans and foreigners
accused of having ties with the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) or other leftist groups
in the region. Contras are also accused in the report of having abducted Nicaraguans in Nicaraguan
territory and bringing them to Honduras where they were disappeared. Reactions from the military
establishment, which has traditionally denied any responsibility in the disappearances, have been
mixed. Gen. Discua was conveniently out of the country, having travelled to Florida on Dec. 28.
In the military's first official reaction to the report, on Dec. 29 armed forces spokesman Lt. Col.
Napoleon Santos reacted defensively, attempting to deflect insistent questions from reporters on the
implications of the report.
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Santos finally conceded, "we regret this situation, but we recognize our responsibility in clarifying
what occurred, and we are working on this...if responsibility [on the part of military personnel]
in this situation is proven, then they will have to face trial." Local and international human
rights groups, which have struggled for over a decade to have the government investigate the
disappearances, applauded the report. "The state is [finally] admitting its responsibility and the
existence of the disappearances," declared Berta Oliva, coordinator of the Committee of Relatives of
the Detained and Disappeared in Honduras (COFADEH).
On Dec. 30, COFADEH announced that it plans to call on Congress to temporarily suspend
Gen. Discua from his post until the conclusion of judicial investigations into his role in the
disappearances. Americas Watch, which as far back as 1982 had publicly reported the similarities
of disappearances in Honduras to those which took place during the "dirty war" in Argentina,
commended the job carried out by Valladares. In Washington, Americas Watch executive director
Juan Mendez said the organization has been monitoring the work which culminated in publication
of the report, which he described as "rigorous and very serious." The task of following through on
Valladares's recommendations will now fall to the administration of president elect Carlos Roberto
Reina, who will take office on Jan. 27.
Reina, who in his youth was jailed and then forced into exile by the military for his political beliefs,
will have to proceed cautiously if he hopes to avoid a backlash by the armed forces. The military
has traditionally closed ranks around officers accused by civilians of crimes or wrongdoing, thus
making a thorough purge of military personnel implicated in the disappearances unlikely. At the
same time, Reina could see his popularity among the electorate shrink if his administration, like its
predecessors, attempts to sweep the issue of political disappearances under the rug.

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

